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If These Emails Could Talk
The Pitfalls of Hastily Implementing
a Teacher Mentoring Program
Matt Albert
Abstract
Comprehensive mentoring is one way to curb teacher turnover and increase
new-teacher efficacy. However, implementing an effective mentoring program
poses a significant challenge that schools often struggle to surmount. This article
begins with a hypothetical email chain among various teachers and administrators within a high school. The chain details the failed implementation of a
mentoring program for new teachers. After the email chain, this paper examines
the roles of administrators and mentors in creating a successful mentoring program. The article takes previous studies on mentoring and shows how they link
to specific events in the email chain. Next, this article examines a possible solution to the increased professional demands placed on mentor-teachers. As with
the previous section, references to the email chain are compared with research
findings. In conclusion, this article closes with brief recommendations for further
research on mentor training.
Keywords: teacher mentoring, teacher mentoring and retention, mentor teacher
training, teacher turnover, new teacher turnover, training trainers

A Note Before Reading
This article is unorthodox. The issues that comprise the focus of this article
are too complex to be addressed in a traditional format. A traditional format would
diminish the urgency of these issues. Therefore, I offer a brief introduction on what
to expect while reading this piece. The first part of this article is an email chain
Matt Albert is an English teacher at Doral Academy Red Rock High School, Las
Vegas, Nevada. Email address: matthew.albert@doralacademynv.org
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that displays the hasty implementation of a new-teacher mentoring program in a
hypothetical high school in the southwestern United States. However, this school
could easily be any other high school in the country because the issues are so
common. Table 1 lists the roles of all participants in the chain.
The contents of these emails are not actual emails that have been written by
actual people. They are simulations of real conversations that often take place in
various high schools around the country. These dialogues are also informed by my
own experiences of participating both as a mentor and a mentee in four different
mentoring programs at four different high schools. Over the last ten years, those
experiences have afforded me numerous opportunities to observe conversations
similar to the ones I depict here.
As you read, you will find colored bubbles in the margins. These bubbles are
meant to depict the subtext of what is really being said by the participants. You
will get the full effect of this format if you read the subtext immediately after the
relevant lines in the emails. Colors will alternate to help you keep track of which
comment to read at the proper time.
The final part of this article analyzes the struggles schools face when trying
to implement effective mentoring programs. This section also emphasizes why
certain moments in the email chain happen the way they do. Several of the conTable 1

Roles in the Email Chain
Name				

Role in School

Ms. P. Anna			
					

Principal—Cares deeply about the future of the school and about
retaining new teachers. Highly experienced.

Mr. F. Laurence			
					

Assistant Principal—A well-meaning administrator whose
shortsightedness sets up his faculty for struggle. New to the position.

Mr. S. Holmes			
					
					
					

Mentor Teacher #1—A skilled classroom instructor whom many
colleagues rely on for assistance. He is happy to oblige but is
often stressed out by the pressure placed on him and comes off as
intimidating.

Ms. A. Bundren			
					
					
					

Mentor Teacher #2—An overworked classroom instructor who is
committed to the success of the school but is often exhausted from
the demands placed on her. She makes sure she is compensated for
her time.

Mr. B. Scrivener		
					

Mentor Teacher #3—A questionable choice for this position. Selected
due to years of experience.

Mr. E. Hemingway		

New ELA Teacher—mentee to Mr. Holmes.

Ms. I. Newton			

New Math Teacher—mentee to Ms. Bundren.

Ms. G. Leibniz			

New Math Teacher—mentee to Ms. Bundren.

Mr. A. Michelson		

New Science Teacher—mentee to Mr. Scrivener.

Mr. E. Morley			

New Science Teacher—mentee to Mr. Scrivener.

Matt Albert
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versations and occurrences can be tied directly to what the research already says.
Consequently, the article also considers implications for future research.
Occasionally, there will be moments when I need to stop the article and speak
to you directly in the endnotes. These moments are noted in red bubbles. Think
of these fourth-wall moments as opportunities to gain some additional context if
you do not work in a high school. These moments also serve as periodic reminders
that countless teachers in this country live out these experiences every single day
along with me. At times, policy makers will pay lip service to the idea that teachers are stakeholders in education. However, they frequently find a way to exclude
teachers from the conversations about the policies that affect teachers the most.
Our stories matter but are not being heard. The health of our profession depends
on us telling our stories because we cannot wait for others to do it for us. We also
cannot depend on others to invite us to the conversation.
Now that the parameters have been laid out, it is time to double-click on our
inbox.
From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Tuesday, September 24, 2019 6:37 PM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org;
			a.bundren@yourschool.org;
			b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Subject:    Congratulations, Mentor-Teachers!
Dear Colleagues,
As you may be aware, a core initiative in our
School Improvement Plan (SIP) is being formed
due to the results of our most recent faculty survey—the implementation of a faculty mentoring
program. Based on your performance in the classroom and your identification by other teachers as
a potentially helpful colleague, the administration
would like to offer you the invitation to be a faculty
mentor. Research has shown that mentoring is vital
to the success of new teachers and helps curb the
turnover rate in all schools.
Mentor roles and responsibilities include the following:1
• Support new teachers in classroom management
• Offer guidance to new teachers in instructional planning
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•
•

Serve on the Mentoring Committee
Schedule regular meetings with mentees to
offer support

Please reply back with your decision no later than
three days from now. We would like to begin the
program next Monday. Participation is not mandatory; however, given the relatively low number of
experienced colleagues in the building, we feel that
you are the best person for this position.
Once again, on behalf of the administration, congratulations!
Sincerely,
F. Laurence
Assistant Principal, Your School High School
(XXX) XXX-XXXX ext. XXXX
asst.principal@yourschool.org
“It’s a great day to be a [mascot starting with
“g”]!”
“Inspirational quote from a random philosopher like
Kierkegaard or Weber or Heidegger that’s been cited
correctly but taken way out of context because it
sounds good at the end of an email signature.”
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.
org]
Sent:        Tuesday, September 24, 2019 6:45 PM
To:			 e.hemingway@yourschool.org;
			i.newton@yourschool.org;
			g.leibniz@yourschool.org;
			a.michelson@yourschool.org;
			e.morley@yourschool.org
Subject:    Mentoring Program
Dear Colleagues,
As part of your introduction to working with us at
Your School High School this year, we are pleased
to offer you the services of a mentor-teacher. Research has shown that mentoring is vital to the suc-
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cess of new teachers and helps curb the turnover rate
in all schools.
Starting next week, we will assign you a mentor-teacher that you can go to for extra support as
you progress through the first three years of your
career.
We would like to begin the program next Monday.
Participation is not mandatory; however, we feel that
this is a good opportunity for everyone involved.
Sincerely,
F. Laurence
[signature truncated]
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, September 25, 2019 6:02 AM
To:        		 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: Congratulations, Mentor Teacher!
Hi F.L.,
Thank you very much for the invitation to become
a mentor-teacher! I would be delighted to help out
any of my colleagues in this capacity. I’m happy
to do whatever I can to offer my assistance where
needed.
Thanks,
--S.H.
English Language Arts, Your School High School
me@yourschool.org
“Quote picked for a signature nine years ago that has
not changed but eventually will.”
--------------------------------------------------------------
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From:        a.bundren@yourschool.org
Sent:       
Wednesday, September 25, 2019 12:56 PM
To:        		 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: Congratulations, Mentor Teacher!
Sounds good. I’m in. Are you going to give us any
training on how to do this?

-------------------------------------------------------------From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
Subject:   

b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Friday, September 27, 2019 7:31 AM
F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Re: Congratulations, Mentor Teacher!

Okay.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Friday, September 27, 2019 12:05 PM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org;
			a.bundren@yourschool.org;
			b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Subject:    Mentee Assignments
Dear Colleagues,
Thanks for taking part in the program. Your mentees have been assigned by content area. As you
may already know, we have five new teachers this
year. Your mentees are listed below:
Holmes—Mr. Hemingway
Bundren—Ms. Newton and Ms. Leibniz
Scrivener—Mr. Michelson and Mr. Morley
Please plan on attending a meeting after school on
Monday along with your mentees so that we can
explain the expectations of the program.

Matt Albert
Thanks,
--F.L.
[signature truncated]
------------------------------------------------------------From:        a.bundren@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, September 27, 2019 12:15 PM
To:        		 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.
org]
Subject:    Re: Mentee Assignments
Thanks, F. Before I forget, does this program
require a considerable amount of extra time on my
part? If so, will I be compensated for it? Also, are
we going to be trained?
--A.B.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Friday, September 27, 2019 12:25 PM
To:        		 a.bundren@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Mentee Assignments
I think it does, but I will double-check for you.
We’ll do training throughout the year. For now, just
be supportive.
--F.L.

--------------------------------------------------------------
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From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
			

If These Emails Could Talk
s.holmes@yourschool.org
Friday, September 27, 2019 1:08 PM
E. Hemingway
[e.hemingway@yourschool.org]

Subject:    Mentoring
Hi E,
Assistant Principal just informed me that I’ll be your
mentor this year. I’m looking forward to working
with you and providing you any support that will
be helpful. From what I can tell, you seem to be off
to a good start this year. If you have any questions
before Monday’s meeting, please feel free to reach
out or just talk to me at lunch.
Thanks,
--S.H.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, September 27, 2019 1:30 PM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Mentoring
Hi,
I’m looking forward to it! I could sure use the help
because these kids are killing me right now! They
can’t spell, they can’t use commas correctly, they
can’t even capitalize letters! AHHH!
I have some questions for you:
How do you get the kids to stop talking?
How do you put grades in the gradebook?
What novels should I teach this year?
Am I always going to be this tired?
Where should I send the kids who can’t behave?
I’ll think of more at some point.
--E

Matt Albert
--------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, September 27, 2019 1:52 PM
To:        		 Mr. Hemingway
			 [e.hemingway@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: Mentoring
Hi E.,
I have answers for those questions, but it’ll take too
long to explain over email. How about we chat on
Monday after the meeting?
Thanks,
--S.H.
-----------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 6:15 AM
To:        		 [Mentor and Mentee Cohort]
Subject:    First Observation Cycle
Dear Mentors and Mentees,
Just a friendly reminder to schedule your first
observation cycle sometime in the next week. For
this cycle, each of you should observe each other’s
class once. Don’t forget to schedule an additional
session where you can debrief your findings as
well.
Assistant Principal #1
------------------------------------------------------------
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From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
Subject:   

If These Emails Could Talk
a.bundren@yourschool.org
Wednesday, October 2, 2019 8:06 AM
F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Re: First Observation Cycle

Hi,
I want to schedule a session with my mentees, but
they both have their prep period at the same time I
do. I also have to coach every day after school this
semester. What should we do?
--A.B.
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 8:45 AM
To:        		 a.bundren@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
A,
Good question. See if you can get someone else to
do the observation for you and then share the notes
for your debriefing. You could also call for a sub
that day.
--F.L.
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        a.bundren@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 9:03 AM
To:        		 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
If I call in for a sub, will it count against my personal
days? I feel like it shouldn’t because you’re asking
me to do something that’s impossible with the schedule I’ve been assigned.
--A.B.

Matt Albert
------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 10:21 AM
To:        		 a.bundren@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
This day would count against your personal days.
We don’t have enough money to call in subs every
time for cycles. Unfortunately, we don’t have much
of a choice.
--F.L.

------------------------------------------------------------From:        a.bundren@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 11:13 AM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org;
			b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi All,
I can’t do my observation cycle because my mentees’ prep periods and my prep period are the same
period. F.L. suggested one of you observe my mentees and then give me the data so that I can debrief
at some point. Not sure when that’s going to happen
because I coach every day, but anyway, any takers?
I promise to make it up to you.
Thanks,
--A.B.
-------------------------------------------------------------
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From:        b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 12:07 PM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org;
			a.bundren@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey,
I would but I’m having a hard time getting my
mentees to respond. It’s like they don’t check their
email. What’s up with that? What about you, S.?
--B.S.
-----------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, October 2, 2019 12:18 PM
To:        		 a.bundren@yourschool.org;
			b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi All,
I can take it. I’ll email you an attachment with the
data once I get in there. I think it’ll work because
all three of them don’t have the same prep period I
do. I’ll observe Mr. Hemingway on Tuesday, Ms.
Newton on Wednesday, and Ms. Leibniz on Thursday. I’ll then debrief Hemingway next Tuesday
because it’s my only free afternoon that week after
you factor in coaching. Have you figured out when
they’ll visit you to observe your room?
Thanks,
--S.H.

-----------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Tuesday, October 8, 2019 9:00 AM
To:        		 e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi E,
Thanks for letting me come to your classroom
today. I unfortunately won’t be able to meet with
you in person until next week because of coaching
and other observations that I’m doing. For Friday’s
observation when you visit me, I’m going to ask Ms.
Newton and Ms. Leibniz to join you so that all three
of you can watch the same lesson. In the meantime,
I have some questions for you before I give you
feedback:
--How do you think the lesson went?
--Do you feel like you hit your objective? If so, how
do you know?
--What are some patterns of behavior in your students that you want to correct?
Thanks,
--S.
----------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, October 10, 2019 1:12 PM
To:			 i.newton@yourschool.org;
			g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi I and G,
Thanks for letting me come to your classrooms this
week. I’m going to type my observations and send
them to A.B. for your debriefing. In the meantime,
I look forward to seeing you in my room tomorrow
along with E!
Thanks,
--S.
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----------------------------------------------------------From:        b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, October 11, 2019 1:03 PM
To:        		 a.michalson@yourschool.org;
			e.murley@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey, are you all getting my emails? I need to observe you.
--B.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, October 11, 2019 2:20 PM
To:			 e.hemingway@yourschool.org;
			i.newton@yourschool.org;
			g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi All,
Thanks for stopping by today! I’m glad you were
able to see my kids discuss Edna Pontellier’s
decision to leave her husband and children through
a feminist lens. I hope it was helpful for you. Any
questions for me?
Thanks,
--S.

-------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, October 11, 2019 9:20 PM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey S,
So………..how did you do that? Should I start
teaching the feminist lens on Monday? What is
that, btw?
--E
------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Saturday, October 12, 2019 5:10 AM
To:			 e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hi E,
Let’s chat more about it after school on Monday.
Enjoy your weekend!
Thanks,
--S
------------------------------------------------------------
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From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, October 23, 2019 11:46 AM
To:			 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Thoughts on the Program So Far
Hi F.,
With the first observation cycle now completed, I
have some questions about where to go next as well
as a few observations that you might find interesting:
--A.B. and I worked out the messy schedule. I’m
going to shoulder most of the load for A’s mentees,
and A will sit in when possible. I think it’s doable.
--The new teachers are really spooked right now. I
sat in on one parent-teacher conference last week
because Ms. Leibniz was terrified of what the
parent was going to do. The conference ended up
turning out fine aside from me having to redirect
the discussion when the parents suggested G was
causing mental anguish for their child by giving
him a B on his essay, thereby hurting his college
chances. Another colleague broke down in tears
when they tried to replicate a discussion tactic I
used and it bombed in their own class. Still another
colleague tells me he’s up until 1 AM every evening
lesson planning. Judging by his texts each night, I
think he’s suffering from paralysis via analysis.
--B’s mentees have started coming to me here and
there for extra help because they say he isn’t returning emails. I don’t mind helping out the new teachers because we have to get everyone up to speed.
I will say, though, that working with five new
mentees is getting to be difficult. It’s hard enough
to devote my attention to my original mentee when
I have four others coming to me with desperate
cries for help. On top of that, I have no fewer than
six other colleagues stopping by my room every
day to ask for help on the Arts Integration project
for Semester 1. My students are starting to get frustrated with the frequent phone calls from colleagues

Matt Albert
to my classroom because it disrupts our discussions.
Again, I like my colleagues, but there needs to be
some problem-solving here. Teachers need to step
up and start being teachers.
--I’ve been accepted to graduate school for next
semester. My plan is to work full-time and attend
school half-time. I expect to remain fully committed to my mentee.
Thanks,
--S

-----------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Wednesday, October 23, 2019 3:42 PM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.or
Subject:    Re: Thoughts on the Program So Far
S.,
Thanks for your input. I will pass this on to Principal and see what we can do. In the meantime, just
keep trying to be there for the new teachers. They
need your positivity and enthusiasm right now. I’ll
see what I can do to take some of this off of your
plate. You are extremely valuable to us, and we
want you to be able to fulfill your primary responsibilities as a classroom teacher.
--F.
------------------------------------------------------------
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From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Wednesday, October 23, 2019 4:10 PM
To:        		 P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Mentoring Issues
Okay, so we may have some issues with the mentoring. A.B. is too busy to do anything and B.S.
hasn’t heard back from their mentees. I don’t think
B has even done an observation yet. Meanwhile,
S.H. is observing everybody and taking away time
from their own mentee to work with everyone else.
What do we do? I thought we picked the right people because they all have the most experience.
--F
-----------------------------------------------------------From:        P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Thursday, October 24, 2019 6:28 AM
To:        		 F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: Mentoring Issues
Thanks. I’ll try to come up with something to give
them more support. They’ll have to just deal with
it until then. Do we know more about why A and
B aren’t meeting with their mentees more often?
This is why we assigned everyone by department.
What if we put together a PD session for our
mentors to help them have conversations with their
mentees?
Thanks,
--P
-----------------------------------------------------------
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From:        b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Sent:        Monday, November 4, 2019 12:23 PM
To:        		 a.michalsen@yourschool.org;
			e.murlay@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey, are you all getting my emails? I still need to
observe you.
--B.S.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 10:11 AM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    I’m happy!
Hi S,
I had something really cool happen today. I’ve been
using your suggestions from our last meeting on how
to manage the start of class. For the last 2 weeks,
I’ve tried them out. The kids are actually following
instructions and we’re getting things done on time.
I think it’s getting better for me! Thanks for your
help! I’d love for you to come and see it sometime
in case you have any extra advice.
--E
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 4:03 PM
To:			 e.hemingway@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: I’m happy!
That’s great news! I’m so glad to hear that things are
starting to get more comfortable. Yes, I can stop by
at some point next week. I have a meeting with administration this week and won’t be available for my
prep (I think they’re mad at me). Keep me posted on
the good news and keep going!
--S
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--------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 4:15 PM
To:			 i.newton@yourschool.org;
			g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Subject:    Checking In
Hi I and G,
I just want to reach out since our last session and
see how things are going. Have you been able to
talk to A.B. about those questions you had for me?
Thanks,
--S
-----------------------------------------------------------From:        i.newton@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 8:59 PM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
S,
I did but it didn’t go well. All A.B. said was, “Just
watch another teacher and do what they do.” I
tried that. I went next door and watched Ms.
Skinner. Her kids weren’t behaved, but they seem
to like her. I talked to her and she said that this job
doesn’t have to be that hard.2 As long as the kids
like you and you know what makes them happy,
you won’t have any issues. Is that true? What
about my content standards?
--I
------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 9:36 PM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
Hi,
I haven’t had much contact because A.B. is always
coaching when I’m free. I feel bad asking A for
help, but I really need it right now. Whenever I
go to her, I feel like I’m taking up someone else’s
time. On top of that, Ms. Newton and I aren’t getting along either. Whenever I come up with an idea
to try during a lesson, she’ll rephrase it and pretend
like she thought of it first. So frustrating.
Do you have any advice on lesson planning? How
do I know how long I should take on a given activity? I’m grateful for any help you can give me.
--G
-----------------------------------------------------------
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From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 11:22 PM
To:			 i.newton@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
I,
Thanks for letting me know about all of this. Please
continue trying to set up a time with C2, but I’m
willing to meet with you in the meantime if that’s
not possible.
I understand where Skinner is coming from and I
appreciate you seeking out other teachers, but I do
have a different take on it based on my experience.
The short answer to your question is that classroom
management is only partly about making the kids
agreeable to whatever you’re doing. If they like you
a lot, but you don’t push them, they’ll walk all over
you when you expect them to raise their standard of
work.
In other words, hold high standards, provide support
to guide students through difficult parts of the curriculum, and be there to cheer them on when they
make progress of any kind. They will run through
a wall for you if you take an interest in them and
make them see that you are in this struggle together
with them.
I hope that helps a bit.
--S

-------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, November 7, 2019 11:35 PM
To:			 g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
G,
It’s going to be okay. Remember that this job is one
where if you make a small amount of progress, it
still feels like a huge step. Let’s work on that small
step right now:
When you’re new to lesson planning, think about
how you can articulate a clear, concrete goal at the
start of every lesson. You should be able to say
to the students something like, “By the end of this
lesson, you will be able to do X.” From that point
forward, everything you put into that lesson needs to
get them closer to that goal. So, ask yourself, “What
things need to happen to get them from where
they’re starting to the stated objective?” If you write
that progression down, it’ll stick in your mind and
you’ll be able to deliver your instruction in a more
meaningful way because you’ve thought through the
plan before getting in front of the class.
For now, let’s work just on that—stating a clear
objective and devising 3, 4, or 5 steps to get them to
the goal. Feel free to send me your next lesson plan
so that I can take a look at it.
Thanks,
--S
--------------------------------------------------------
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From:        i.newton@yourschool.org
Sent:        Saturday, November 9, 2019 9:19 AM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
Thanks for your help! I’m going to work on
ways to make that happen. I also appreciate your
responding to me. Even though you’re not my official mentor, can I still reach out from time to time?
--I
-----------------------------------------------------------From:        g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Sent:        Sunday, November 10, 2019 12:41 PM
To:			 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Checking In
That seems really difficult for me, but I’m still
going to try it. I just don’t get what it’s supposed
to look like still. This just isn’t how I think about
teaching. Can you take a look at what I’ve attached
anyway?
--G
-----------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Monday, January 6, 2020 7:18 AM
To:        		 [Mentor and Mentee Cohort]
Subject:    Second Observation Cycle and Reminders
Dear Mentors and Mentees,
Welcome back from break! I hope it gave all of
you some much needed rest.
As we get back into the daily routine, I’d like to
send some quick friendly reminders:
• All mentors and mentees should be checking in with each other 1-2 times per week
at a designated time.
• Mentors are asked to give timely feedback
on any observations they conduct, preferably meeting with the mentee after school
or on prep to debrief what they saw.
• Maintain high levels of enthusiasm and
support for each other.
Also, it is time for us to conduct our second
observation cycle of the year. Please schedule a
time with each other to have the mentor visit the
mentee’s class and the mentee visit the mentor’s
class. Mentors will log their observations and share
them during the debriefing session with the mentee.
Administration is conducting their formal observations of probationary teachers in about 2 weeks.
Therefore, please try to have this cycle completed
so that mentees can get some last advice before we
go in to evaluate them.
Finally, please take some time go to the link below
and take our survey on how this year’s mentoring
program went for you:
https://bit.ly/uhohthiswillnotbegood
Have a good week,
--F.L.
-----------------------------------------------------------
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From:        a.bundren@yourschool.org
Sent:        Tuesday, January 7, 2020 8:05 AM
To:        		 s.holmes@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Second Observation Cycle
Hi S,
I know I said I would pick up your observation after
you took mine, but my schedule still won’t let me
visit my mentees. I’m also coaching 4 days per
week this semester. Would you be able to pick up
my observation again? I promise I’ll find a way to
make it up to you.
Thanks,
--A.B.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Wednesday, January 8, 2020 10:54 PM
To:        		 a.bundren@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: Second Observation Cycle
Hi A,
I will check my schedule and see what I can do.
--S.H.

------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:        b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Sent:        Thursday, January 9, 2020 10:03 AM
To:        		 a.michalsin@yourschool.org;
			e.morlay@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey, I need to observe you.
--B.S.
-------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Monday, February 24, 2020 7:00 AM
To:        		 [Mentor and Mentee Cohort]
Subject:    Mentor/Mentee Survey Results
Mentors and Mentees,
Thank you for participating in this year’s mentoring
program. While we still have a few months left
in the school year, we want to share the results of
the survey we sent to all of you last month. These
results will help us improve the program for next
year.
•
•
•
•
•

All mentees completed the survey, one
mentor completed the survey
Most mentees reported being able to
meet with a mentor to get advice on their
teaching
Most mentees felt mixed support from the
mentors
All respondents expressed the problem of
not having enough time to complete what
was asked of them
Most respondents preferred face-to-face
contact instead of email

Thanks, everyone!
--F.L.
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-----------------------------------------------------------**Note: You haven’t sent this draft yet. Consider
including a subject line to help your addressee
understand the context of your message.**
From:        s.holmes@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, March 13, 2020 1:07 AM
To:
Subject:   
With the school year nearly complete, I have to say
something about this program. I also feel like I
have to say it here because I don’t have anyone to
turn to in the building.
This program has been disastrous. How can we
help new teachers if we aren’t given the time to
provide them with the support they need? Are we
doing this just to say we’re doing it, or are we actually trying to make a difference for new teachers
and their students? Also, was this program planned
out in advance? This program feels like it was
thrown together without any vision whatsoever. I
get it for where we experiment with smaller things
like tardy policy and dress code to see if it works,
but this type of program is way more critical to the
success of the school. These are people’s careers
we’re working with here, and we’re driving them
away from the profession. It’s hard enough to keep
people in the job. I don’t want to be part of the
problem. We need to fix this program. We need
to fix it fast. If we don’t, you won’t just have new
teachers leaving the school. You’ll have experienced teachers burn out, too.
------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Albert
From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
			

g.leibniz@yourschool.org
Tuesday, April 7, 2020 6:06 AM
P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org];
F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]

Subject:    Next Year
Dear P and F,
I regret to inform you that I must resign at the end of
the year. I have decided to take an offer in a different
field. I truly appreciate the opportunity to work at
Your School High School this year.
Sincerely,
G. Leibniz
------------------------------------------------------------From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
			

a.michelson@yourschool.org
Wednesday, April 8, 2020 10:19 AM
P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org];
F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]

Subject:    Not Returning Next Year
Principal and Assistant Principal,
I’m sorry but I need to leave at the end of the year.
My mentor never contacted me once this entire
school year and I have felt utterly lost in this job. I
don’t think it’s for me. Thank you for giving me the
chance. I wish you luck next school year.
A. Michelson
------------------------------------------------------------
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From:       
Sent:       
To:        		
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e.morley@yourschool.org
Thursday, April 9, 2020 2:45 PM
P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org];
F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]

Subject: Quitting
I am sorry to say that I will leave in June. I haven’t
felt supported by my mentor and I don’t know that
this job is a good fit for me. I appreciate your willingness to give me the opportunity to work with the
students. I just can’t keep doing this day after day.
It isn’t good for me.
E. Morley
----------------------------------------------------------From:        b.scrivener@yourschool.org
Sent:        Friday, April 10, 2020 12:00 PM
To:        		 a.michalson@yourschool.org;
			e.murley@yourschool.org
Subject:    Re: First Observation Cycle
Hey, do you still want me to observe you?
--B.S.
------------------------------------------------------------From:        F. Laurence [f.laurence@yourschool.org]
Sent:        Friday, April 10, 2020 5:05 PM
To:        		 P. Anna [p.anna@yourschool.org]
Subject:    Re: Mentoring Issues
This program didn’t work.3
-------------------------------------------------------------
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Why This Program Failed
The mentoring program depicted in this article did not fail because the teachers and administrators were poor at their jobs (at least, not all of them). Instead,
the systems in which teachers and administrators operate put a significant number
of restrictions on potential success (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011). The point of this article is not to prove that faculty and administration are overstressed and falter in their performance because of said stress.
Instead, the point is to put a relatable face on a problem that poses significant
struggles for schools around the country—fostering the growth of new teachers
while ensuring that the people in the building responsible for said growth receive
the resources they need. Far too many teachers are leaving the classroom before
their careers truly begin (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003). Proper mentoring
is largely beneficial for new teachers and can possibly curb their exits (Ingersoll
and Strong, 2011). However, not enough is known about how to implement a
mentoring program in a way that is effective while still being compatible with the
increased professional demands on teachers and administrators in the year 2020
and beyond.

The Role of Administrators
Administrators play a critical role in the entire implementation of the mentoring program (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Bickmore, Bickmore, & Hart, 2005).
They affect the success of a mentoring program in four clear ways: (1) selecting
mentors, (2) training mentors, (3) setting up the master schedule to allow mentors to perform all their duties, and (4) fostering high morale among mentors and
mentees. It should be noted that these administrative duties are not present only
during the 9-month school year. They exist during the entire calendar year.
Mentor Selection
When selecting mentors, administrators first need to recognize that they are
asking a select group of their faculty to take on a significant increase in professional
responsibilities. Irvine (1985) gave a list of 46 potential duties to new teachers and
asked them to indicate how many of them they expected their mentor teacher to perform. At the start of the school year, new teachers expected their mentors to perform
43 of the 46 tasks; by the end of the year, the expected number of tasks dropped to
10 (Irving, 1985). More recently, Huling, Resta, and Yeargain (2012) conducted a
study of one school district that attempted to mitigate these demands. The district
hired retired teachers solely for the purpose of mentoring 8-10 novice teachers because the current classroom teachers did not have enough time to take on the task of
mentoring. Clearly, the demands placed on mentors to elevate their mentees go far
beyond the basic expectations of a typical classroom teacher.
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In taking on such a prodigious task, it is understandable to think that compensatory incentives might attract a higher number of willing mentor candidates (Futrell,
1988; Wagner, 1985). Both Futrell (1988) and Wagner (1985) examined how extra
compensation for mentor-teachers in the state of California affected their efficacy.
Both studies showed no such increase even after mentors were paid an additional
$4,000. Therefore, administrators should still focus on picking the right people
before figuring out how to compensate them for their time (Wagner, 1985).
It is also reasonable to predict that teachers with more experience are better
candidates to become mentors because they may have more ideas on how to navigate the struggles of the job. However, Orland-Barak and Yinon (2005) showed
that teachers who possess plenty of instructional experience do not necessarily
translate to the best mentors on the staff. Yes, mentors need to be highly skilled
in their own right when it comes to instruction, but they also need to be able to
navigate professional relationships in a similarly skilled way. Reaching this level
of skill takes considerable time and practice. Motivation through compensation
and extra classroom experience do not automatically make skilled teachers into
skilled mentors.
In the email chain from this piece, the administration makes the mistake of
hiring teachers based on classroom experience alone. All three teachers are highly
experienced, yet only Mr. Holmes is able to find some amount of success as he
ends up making more meaningful connections with mentees than his other two
colleagues. Compensation is discussed yet never finalized. The only teacher that
inquires about extra pay (Bundren) probably would have encountered the same
struggles regardless of stipends due to time constraints.
Mentor Training
Once mentors are selected, it is imperative that administrators train them extensively. Unfortunately, such training is hard to do during the actual school year. Options are also seemingly endless. Consequently, schools struggle with choosing the
best option for how to even begin mentor training. Lunsmann, Beck, Riddle, Scott,
and Adkins (2019) found that mentors held a positive view of their responsibilities after they had gone through the process of being mentored themselves. Kuzle
and Biehler (2015) found collaborative training was successful for mentor teachers
when conducted over a 5-month period. Bickmore (2013) found similar success after a weeklong summer seminar for new mentors. All three of these studies have one
clear characteristic in common: the extensive time they require for implementation
must be done outside of the typical school calendar. It is unreasonable to do any of
the above approaches and still expect mentor teachers to handle a full load of classes
along with their requisite fringe professional responsibilities.
If administrators are fortunate to select the proper mentors and give them
appropriate training, they still must ensure mentors operate at a high level during
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the actual school year. Such demands necessitate a codified professional development plan that anchors the entire mentoring program. What this codified program
looks like varies widely from school to school. In addition to the previously mentioned studies, Mills, Moore, and Keane (2001) analyzed the Oakland County,
Michigan, mentoring programs and found that mandated reflection logs for both
the mentor and mentee led to more positive, thoughtful conversations about teaching. Kapadia, Coca, and Easton (2007) focused on schools that offered frequent
trainings on the practice of literacy instruction. Both studies yielded more positive
attitudes towards teaching on the part of the new teachers.
Unfortunately for the mentors and mentees in the email chain, training is
addressed but never implemented like the aforementioned studies.
Master Schedule Construction and Staff Morale Maintenance
Making matters even more difficult for administrators are master schedule
construction and staff morale maintenance. In a perfect world, administrators, especially principals, recognize that they are one of the most important factors to
the success of new teachers. Scott, Hayden, and Plachowski (2018) stress the need
for administrators to build time into the daily schedule for mentors and mentees
to have meaningful interactions about the profession. They also indicate, however, that time needs to be allocated outside the master schedule for mentors and
mentees to connect on a more personal level; such collegial relationships lead to
increased teacher retention (Scott, Hayden, & Plachowski, 2018).
Collegial relationships between administration and new faculty need to be fostered, too. Bickmore and Bickmore (2010) repeatedly indicated the importance of
principals making new teachers feel like valued professionals despite their inexperience; they showed that principals who build collegial environments keep their
teachers. Similarly, Kardos, Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, and Liu (2001) stressed
the importance of establishing a professional culture that values the experience of
strong veteran teachers while still validating the learning process for new teachers
that need to find their way; these new teachers ultimately did find their way with the
guidance from willing veterans who knew how to relate their own experiences as
new teachers to their mentoring practices. Pogodzinski, Youngs, and Frank (2013)
also attributed a collegial climate as crucial to the retention of new teachers.
For all parties in the email chain, those types of collegial relationships are noticeably absent. Unsurprisingly, some teachers choose to leave at the end of the year.

The Demands of Mentor-Teachers
It is imperative that mentors receive support as they execute a crucial role
within the school. Their work as mentors affects both teacher turnover and teacher
efficacy significantly. Smith and Ingersoll (2004) showed schools who do not of-
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fer some form of induction and/or mentoring program experience a 41% predicted
turnover rate. Ingersoll and Strong’s (2011) review of induction programs found
that beginning teachers who experienced some form of induction had students
who produced higher scores and/or growth on standardized tests.
However, implementing a bare-bones mentoring program does not appear to
produce effective instruction automatically. It also does not automatically curb
teacher turnover. One issue schools continue to struggle with involves the navigation of the increased professional demands on mentor-teachers. In pairing a
mentor with multiple mentees, the mentor now becomes partly responsible for the
professional well-being of multiple colleagues. In a 1:1 or 1:2 setup, there needs
to be a backup plan if the mentor struggles to support the mentees. Sharing the
load of mentoring may be more practical. Bickmore, Bickmore, and Hart (2005)
experimented with interdisciplinary teams of four and five members that shared
the duties of mentoring new colleagues. These teams consisted of teachers of various experience levels working with new colleagues. In sharing the tasks of mentoring, the teams were able to offer new teachers more comprehensive guidance on
basic first-year survival needs such as classroom management, the understanding
of school policies, and school communication.
Five years later, Bickmore and Bickmore (2010) devised a system that mixed
elements of different models by pairing mentors with mentees in the traditional
manner while housing the mentor-mentee relationship within a larger interdisciplinary team. Under this system, the mentor was still primarily responsible for his/
her mentees. However, the mentor received support from other experienced colleagues in providing guidance to the new teachers. This team approach allowed
multiple colleagues to share the demands of mentoring.
In the email chain from this piece, no such support system exists. One mentor
ends up shouldering a considerable burden as other mentors become unable to
fulfill their obligations. Holmes ends up going beyond the expectations because
of a desire to not see additional new teachers struggle. However, Holmes later has
no recourse for both professional and emotional support.

Implications for Research
Plenty of research has already shown that mentoring works to curb teacher
turnover (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Bickmore, Bickmore, & Hart, 2005; Huling,
Resta, & Yeargain, 2012). However, there is a paucity of research on how schools
actually train their own teachers to take on the considerably weighty role of being
a mentor. It is imperative to examine previous studies on mentoring and see if the
recommendations for future research are being followed. As the teacher shortage
in the United States continues to worsen, it is necessary to look at how schools
train their own personnel to become mentors. Furthermore, the few mentoring
systems that have been shown to curb teacher turnover all operate in a way that
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requires significant manipulation of a school’s typical master schedule. What remains to be seen is if a school can implement a mentoring program that raises
new-teacher efficacy and decreases teacher turnover while still operating within
the confines of a typical master schedule.

Notes
But if you want to be truly effective at this role and help your colleague become
someone who makes meaningful growth and impacts student achievement positively, your
responsibilities will end up including the following unbeknownst to the well-meaning A.P.:
1

• Using your prep period to perform classroom observations of your mentee
• Debriefing these walkthroughs during more prep periods in order to close the
		
feedback loop in a timely manner
• Shoehorning the required meetings with your mentee somewhere into your day
• Sitting in as “protection” during a parent-teacher conference that you know is
		
going to just devour your mentee
• Providing meaningful emotional therapy during the expected tailspins that happen
		
to nearly every first-year teacher
• Teaching your mentee the parts of a lesson plan
• Reminding your mentee to write lesson plans
• Showing your mentee how to set up their gradebook
• Allowing your mentee to vent when they become incredulous at how many of
		
their students misuse commas because proper comma use is clearly the key to
		
all good writing
• Explaining to your mentee why they cannot make “Participation” 90% of the
		
quarter grade
• Helping your mentee set a daily routine that ensures they are not pushed to
		
exhaustion by Tuesday of each week
• Offering suggestions to your mentee on how to respond to a parent who just
		
threatened to sue the school because your mentee justifiably did not allow
		
a student to work solo on a group project
• Reading your mentee’s responses to parents before they hit the “send” button
• Demonstrating how to fill out school-required accommodation logs so that
		
your mentee can document their implementation of accommodations for 18
		
students with IEPs
• Practicing instructional delivery techniques with your mentee
• Guiding the mentee as they prepare their evaluation portfolio
• Answering their texts during the evening as they try to figure out how to plan
		
the next day
• Convincing your mentee that they absolutely can do this job
• Reminding the mentee that it truly does get better after the first year
• Repeating all of the above tasks in an unofficial capacity with other mentees
		
whose mentors have abandoned them after the first month of the program.
(In truth, all you really want to do is take the positive mentoring experience you had as a
mentee at another school a long time ago and finally make good on an opportunity to be
that life-giving force for a new colleague who at least deserves that much.)
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But remember, during all of this mentoring, mentors have their own set of mandatory
responsibilities that need to be achieved at their already-consistently reliable level of performance. For example, in a given week, a typical load for a highly-effective high school
teacher may look something like this:
• Teaching a full load of six classes with one open period, where at least two of
		
which are co-taught Special Education courses and at least one is an
		
Advanced Placement course
• Coaching an academic competitive team three days per week
• Coaching a volleyball team three nights per week
• Attending competitions/games on weekends
• Counseling students who are afraid to tell their parents about their homosexuality
		
for fear of what the family might say
• Working with the school social worker to help a student who was just kicked out
		
of their home
• Answering emails from parents who imply that their intuition matters more
		
than your professional training and college degree (after all, they could
		
have been a teacher if they wanted to be but chose not to)
• Answering, printing, and framing emails from parents who think you are the
		
real-life version of Robin Williams in Dead Poets Society and the greatest
		
figure in their child’s education
• Serving on the Graduation Committee
• Serving on the Testing Committee
• Filling out logs to prove you are implementing every accommodation from
		
every IEP in your possession
• Writing letters of recommendation
• Planning a professional development session at the request of your principal
• Creating new material for their own classes as needed
• Lesson planning
• Grading
Something else to keep in mind, too, is that mentors will likely have their own moments throughout the year where they need to reach out for advice for their own struggles.
Having lots of teaching experience brings a certain level of comfort within the position,
but it does not provide immunity to being stressed out and overwhelmed. In fact, it should
be almost expected that mentors will understandably be overwhelmed in this new role because they now bear some responsibility for the progress of their colleagues. They need to
learn how to be effective mentors on top of honing their own craft. That is a full-time job
regardless of how distilled it appears in a bulleted list. Like the craft of teaching, mentoring
requires significant time and experience in order to achieve high levels of effectiveness.
2
There is always a Mr. or Ms. Skinner in every building ready to lead a mentee astray
from the path of righteousness. If you work in a school, you know exactly who this teacher
is. This is the teacher who is the ultimate people-pleaser, the one with many “fresh” ideas
that are deceptively couched in massive amounts of laziness. Do not underestimate the
effects this teacher can have on a staff. This type of teacher is powerful enough to derail the
progress of many a new colleague by giving bad advice and convincing them it is better to
be liked than to be respected. Beware this teacher.
3
This is the end of the chain. While this school year ended grimly in terms of teacher
retention and may seem unique, it actually is not. Ineffective teacher mentoring is a com-
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mon experience in schools every single year. To learn more about why this program failed,
read on.
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